This article examines various modes of disappearance of objects from modernity to the latest stage of postmodernity. From the loss of the aura to the proliferation of fractal images, whether it be in literature, contemporary art, or daily life, objects undergo a series of mutations (object-signs, image-objects, objectimages, meta-objects) that lead to a new kind of obscenity in which "jouissance" 'pleasure' is released into the madness of a vision obdurated by pathos and panopticism. In times of "surmodernity" where simulacra assume an appearance of reality, where novelty turns into the mere repetition of the same, the status of contemporary objects becomes extremely complex, if not entirely illusory.' What then defines the specificity of objects-or object-signs-in a world highly dominated by screen culture a world perhaps already eclipsed by hyperrealism, and now, by virtual reality?2 At this stage of simulation, can objects even exist? The extreme velocity of thi diffusion of information on a planetary scale has already put into question the very existence of events and images. As images paradoxically attempt to achieve a greater effect of reality, they dissolve into a mere nuclear succession: "An image is no longer sufficient as proof of reality; others are necessary to reinforce it: there where reality has disappeared, images proclaim that they exist because they themselves reproduce reproductions," writes Youssef Ishaghpour (31). Similarly Jean Baudrillard has demonstrated that, in fact, the Gulf war never really happened and, in the same line of thought, that the year 2000 may well never arrive: "history has disappeared because we will never be able to detach [it] from [its] model of perfection, which is at the same time [its] model of simulation, of [its] forced assumption in a transgressed truth, which is also [its] point of inertia and [its] point of no-return" (Kroker 40).3 This "post-historical" condition not only reverses progress into routine and immobility, but expands to encompass a trivialization and cultural obliteration of the very means by which we apprehend everyday life. Language itself takes on the appearance of atomized advertising discourse. Marc Auge, using the example of newsletters printed by travel agencies,
asserts that history and exoticism function as quotes in a written text (138) . The homogenization of information, history, and spectacle has reduced images, language, and objects to atoms of a sole signifying process of sameness within the make-believe.
It is now clear that postulating the end of the object alongside the disappearance of aura and history does not suffice to explain the status of the object in "surmodernity." Indeed, Roland Barthes had already anticipated the end of the object in his study of RobbeGrillet. Contrary to classical objects, objects in Robbe-Grillet's work, whether taken from the urban environment or from "ordinary surroundings," are bearers of silence. For Barthes, it is precisely this silence that "establishes the object's limit: this slice of tomato in an automat sandwich, described according to RobbeGrillet's method, constitutes an object without heredity, without associations and without references, a stubborn object rigorously enclosed within the order of its particles, suggestive of nothing but itself, and not involving its reader in a functional or substantial elsewhere" (15). Before Robbe-Grillet, Walter Benjamin had already shown that modernity had dismissed the object from its aura and, therefore, from its interiority as well as its exteriority. Void of its referent, the object in modernity ceases to acquire a symbolic value. Bearer of a multiplicity of meanings, the object is allegorized and its mode of reproducibility corresponds to the circulation of value (as a pure value of exchange) specific to a capitalist system. De-objectified (de-chosifie) and de-formalized, the modern object merges into theatricality.° The object in modernity tends to dissolve into a network of broken lines that allow for the infinite multiplication of space. Examples of this are to be found in Edvard Munch's painting of the scream in which the "dialectic of loops and spirals" creates a structural equivalence between pictorial and auditory signs so as to fuse them into a new visible medium, that of the "scream running through nature."' Similarly, in Le Spleen de Paris, Baudelaire's quest for a new poetic prose aims to level musicality and images by attempting to undo figures and objects into a new rhythmical entity, something Mallarme later puts into practice.6
In modernity, objects inscribe themselves into a fragmentary system of representation (the mode is fetishistic: the part for the whole) and their mode of inscription remains unsteady: the promotion of their optical dimension generates an infinite circulation of signs from one mode of representation to the other, as in Tableaux parisiens.7 This is not only applicable, of course, to the artistic or 2 in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] Gogh's original model is a real and functional object (connoting peasantry), whereas in postmodernism, the natural frame of reference disappears. Earlier, Barthes had already pointed out that in Robbe-Grillet the analogical background against which objects appear is borrowed from contemporary art, cinema, or new physics. In the fifties, the object was defined by its optical dimension and it is this promotion of the visual that moves the object out of the Euclidean space, thus eliminating both depth and volume. "Flattened" and "thinned," reduced to a mere surface, the object loses all of its substantial qualities. Warhol's paintings also proceed from a flattening and a suppression of the object as an original model. Thus, his Modernity already bears the postmodern seal of fragmentary memory, precisely the one generated-according to BuciGluksmann-by the Baudelairean palimpsest.'° In "Le Cygne" ("The Swan"), for example, the objects which define Parisian space have already lost their natural historical frame of reference. The bric-abrac Baudelaire observes is no longer that of Haussmann's construction sites but rather that of image-objects and fictitious places borrowed from literature (e.g. Virgil, Balzac, Hugo)."
Studies
The disappearance of aura and history is therefore allied to the emergence of a fragmentary memory. It is in this void that the shift from the gaze to the voice takes place, since to name is to see. This generates the mutation of the object into an image-object which is 4 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] , Art. 3 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol20/iss2/3 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1393 always spectral or ghostly. In "surmodernity" (i.e. the eighties and nineties) this phenomenon is further accentuated. Baudrillard attributes the end of history not to the disappearance of events but rather to an excess of referents and their fractal diffusion, a diffusion itself submitted to the double dialectic of velocity and inertia. Television provides the best example of this. The overflow of images interrupted by advertising spots freezes the event outside of time. On the one hand, TV mixes images from the past and the future in the ever present. On the other, it equates events (news reporting) with advertisements. One would have a hard time today distinguishing the mere arrival of a camera crew in Somalia ahead of the military from any other image of catastrophy, or even from the Gulf War. One also remembers the military terminology used in cigarette advertisements broadcasted during the Gulf War (e.g. "Raid Gauloises, pur et dur" `Gaulois raid, rough and ready'). Frozen in simulation, the event can never take place nor can it have ever taken place; as Baudrillard says, "news broadcasting is nothing more than an erratic missile searching for its prey but always falling for the decoy" (La Guerre 38). Events only acquire their reality at the level of TV commentary.
The fractal images and the commentary that accompanies them create a hyperreality.
In the same line of thought, Marc Auge takes the example of French highway signs indicating touristic points of interest to show that these places, as in the case of modernity (except for the fact that now they belong to the realm of the cliché), "exist only by the words that evoke them, non-lieux 'non-places' in this sense or rather imaginary, banal utopias, cliches. . . . The word, here, creates the image and the product that makes it function" (120). The driver, he explains, does not cross these places: he or she is exempted from looking at them and from crossing them. In Marie Redonnet's Splendid Hotel (1986), whose Franglais title echoes Rimbaud's Splendide Hotel in Illuminations, the "Splendid Hotel" is in ruin, and only acquires a status because of the neon signs (themselves falling apart) that designate it: "sans ses enseignes au neon qui clignotent dans la nuit, le Splendid ne serait plus le Splendid" 'without the neon lights blinking in the night, the Splendid would no longer be the Splendid' (32/24). The "Splendid" is the non-lieu 'non-place' par excellence; it is a place of transit, a building with neither exteriority (the toilets are constantly plugged) nor interiority (it smells of the swamps on which it is built). The "Splendid" is a hors-lieu 'place If the folding of the gaze over the voice explains the spectral status of the object in modernism, the folding of the gaze over an even more fragmented voice in surmodernity allows for a mutation of objects into image-objects. In "surmodernity" voice is reduced to a quotational commentary whose prototype is found in advertisement. Consequently, image-objects themselves appear in a quotational mode. If we take for example Jean-Phillipe Toussaint's novels, we notice that the narrative progresses in the void created around a cluster of insignificant objects. These objects put urban environment, mass culture, and artistic language on the same level. In La Salle de bain (1985) the weather report, the football game, Monopoly, the dart game, Jasper Johns's targets, and the narrative are all randomly equated in a neutral rhetoric. Jasper Johns's targets inscribe themselves in a metonymical relation with these other mass culture items. More specifically, the dart game that the narrator buys in Venice fuses with Edmondsson's forehead (the narrator's lover) creating one meaningless image-object (a serial image of a target) into which the narrator then sticks a dart in order to better reach emptiness. Jasper Johns's targets, like Warhol's objects, have no functional value; they are empty symbols saturated with plastic qualities and a profusion of images that block the gaze and discourse. Toussaint's objects are similar to image-objects in pop art.
They have lost all symbolic value. Nonetheless, they are used to fill Hill to Wim Wenders' Until the end of the world or Chris Marker's La Jetee, the distance is shortened. In times of interface, not only does the closure of the gaze give birth to virtual reality, but even touch and sensation lose themselves in virtual reality. Meta-objects plunge us into a new hallucinatory space (without chemical drugs) which is far removed from the space of modernity or the avantgarde. What we now see, feel, or touch is the man-machine, the end of aesthetics and even historicity which, as Lyotard and Baudrillard like to point out, does not preclude the risk of reviving conservative modes of representation. Indeed, these modes of representation seem now to give birth to a new rhetoric of obscenity.
The obscene object
In accordance with a viral or fractal mode, the proliferation of signs and their excessiveness create a new obscenity. In an article dedicated to Benetton's advertisements published in the February 1992 issue of the Nouvel Observateur, Herve Guibert asks "Where does obscenity start, in a troubling time where reality and fiction tend to dissolve into reality-shows, where wars are lived directly like video games, and we are witness to the self-filmed journal of an anguished man with AIDS?" (85). For the first time on French television, Luciano Benetton used the spectacle of horror in order to sell consumers high-priced merchandise marked with the seal of fraternal universalism: "United Colors." Let us remember, however, that during the Gulf War, the United Colors of Benetton were already appearing in the middle of crosses at a military cemetery with the following slogan: "We are all equal in the face of death." Benetton exhibited "a rebellious African with a human bone in hand, a corpse bathing in a puddle of blood somewhere in Lebanon, a young man dying of AIDS encircled by his parents, and an inflamed car in the streets of Belfast" ("Benetton" 85) . This spectacle of the unwatchable in the united horrors of Benetton intended to "awaken, inform, and alert the consumer" (85) . It is a game with death that (as the author of the article announces) forewarns a slump in the sale of Benetton products.
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] 13. The Lacanian voyure is defined following Merleau-Ponty's conception of voyance, that is to say, as an operation of the gaze over the visible, implying a loss of the self. Voyance involves "not seeing from the outside, as others see it, the contour of the body that one inhabits, but especially being seen by it, to emigrate, to be seduced, captivated, alienated by the phantom" (183).
14. "Josette and Robert met regularly at the sandbox, when classes were over: one after the other, each believed to make a drawing of some part of his or her own body, making it touch the other in the sand, as if this first caress far from the body granted access under the clothing or through it. Simple motifs were drawn. Then, through the years, the mutual exploration taking different forms, abstract orgies like geometric shapes appeared and disappeared in the sand" (Des Aveugles 62-63). 
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